Natural history of asthma.
For some children, asthma is a disease whose symptoms seem to remit with time. Numerous children, however, develop disease that is persistent throughout their lifetimes and is associated with more severe symptoms, increased airway reactivity, and loss of lung function. These children typically have a family history of asthma and demonstrate increased airways reactivity and atopy in childhood. A clearer picture of the natural history of asthma in the developing child has been derived from the results of several longitudinal studies. Although some questions have been clarified, several questions still remain. Now that the incidence and severity of asthma seem to be increasing, children born in the last 10 years may experience more severe disease or a different pathophysiology than those born 30 to 40 years ago. New cohort studies are needed to assess this possibility. Additional investigations into the genetics of asthma causation will help elucidate the different phenotypic expressions of this complex disease. Once these different phenotypic groups can be identified early in life, further studies can be performed to explore the impact of therapeutic intervention on the severity of asthma symptoms and loss of lung function.